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With rising life expectancy and an ageing population, corporations are not only seeing
more older workers wanting to stay employed but also older workers who report to
younger supervisors. While older workers are generally valued as a rich resource for
corporations to tap on based on their experience and expertise, their presence,
especially when they have to report to younger managers, presents a certain tension.
In their book Managing the Older Worker: How to Prepare for the New Organizational
Order (http://www.mcgraw-hill.com.sg/html/titleDetail.jsp?isbn=9781422131657.html),
Peter Cappelli and Bill Novelli suggest specific strategies and practices for younger
managers to manage the “grey hairs” more effectively.
The thrust of the tension, which the authors concede might be an oversimplification, is
that “younger managers don’t really know how to manage older workers – and older
workers don’t know how to get what they need from their younger managers”. The book
is divided into two main parts under the headings of “dispelling the myths about older
workers” and “managing the older worker”.
The authors bring with them a serious level of credibility to tackle this issue: Cappelli, a professor of management at
the Wharton School, is also the director of Wharton’s Center for Human Resources. Novelli, meanwhile, teaches at
the McDonough School of Business at Georgetown University. He was the former CEO of AARP (American Association
of Retired Persons), which boasts some 40 million members (age 50 and above).
Ageing workforce 
In the book, Cappelli and Novelli identified three factors contributing to the expanding number of older workers. The
first is the coming of age of the baby boomers: the generation born in the period of prosperity following the end of
World War II. In the decade to 2010, the number of Americans between 45 and 64 years old (where the baby boom
generation is centred) grew by 18,573,000. This particular age group contrasts starkly with both the age group
ahead of them (65-84 years old), and even more so compared to the 20-44 year olds that follow, where the
numbers grew by 3,326,000 and 369,000 respectively. Based on current projections into the next decade, the baby
boomers moving into the 65-84 age group, deducting expected mortality, will swell to 13,243,000. With
demographics like these, the term ageing population is carrying a heftier meaning.
Nevertheless, from the authors’ perspective, that the second and more important factor contributing to the increase
in the number of older workers is growing life expectancy. Why is this so? “Unlike the baby boom, which will
eventually pass and be replaced in the ranks of older citizens by the smaller baby bust cohort (referring to the
period of declining birth rates after 1964), extended life expectancy should be a permanent feature for each new
generation. Indeed, it should continue to expand into the future, and therefore the population of older workers will
forever be bigger because of increasing life expectancy.” They quoted Stanford economist John Shoven, who
showed that 65-year-old men and 63-year-old women in 2000 had the same mortality risks as 59-year-olds in 1970.
This implies that the very definition of “old” has shifted to a later numerical age. The authors note further that this
could possibly see an increase of the entire workforce by about 10% in 2050, if men in the future retire with the
same years of remaining life expectancy that they have now.
In turn, the trend of longer life expectancy then leads directly to the third factor: the labour force participation
rate. This refers to the percentage of individuals who are either working or seeking a job. Cappelli and Novelli argue
that the “biggest story” in the post-War labour force “was not the baby boom but the rising labour force
participation rates of women”. They note that the increase in the percentage of women who are in the labour force
coincided roughly with the entry of the baby boomers into the workforce. These two trends thus lead to a
substantial increase in workers. At the same time, the labour force participation rate of older workers – both men
and women – over the age of 65 has been rising since 2001. The percentage of workers who are in their 50s who
expect to work beyond the age of 65 has also risen from the 1990s to the 2000s.
So, any discussion of an ageing workforce cannot ignore these three factors. “The baby boom means more
individuals will be around at age sixty-five or older, increased health and life expectancy means each older individual
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will be around longer and be more able to do things. These factors become especially powerful if these older,
healthier individuals then make the decision to keep working.”
Costs and prejudice
With the number of older workers increasing, why then are some corporations not openly embracing them? This has
to do with misconceptions of older workers, in particular, their ability to get a good job done, as well as their costs.
By carefully examining statistical evidence, the authors conclude that “on virtually every dimension that is relevant
to employers, older workers come out ahead of their younger colleagues”. These include in areas such as knowledge,
skills, abilities, problem-solving and adaptability.
The authors used an argument based on a concept that any business owner will understand: cost. They point out
that the gap in terms of costs between hiring an older worker and their younger colleagues is also “relatively small”
and it is after all associated with experience and better performance. The other way to approach this argument is to
ask the employers to figure out what it costs them not to hire older workers. Simply put: companies that do not
consider older job applicants are essentially writing off almost a third of the available workforce and more in the
future.
To build a better case for the hiring and retraining of older workers, some new realities facing businesses today are
highlighted. For example, “the pressure to move more quickly and be more responsive to changing business
conditions creates demand for more just-in-time employees”. These are people who already have the skills and
experience to make a contribution to the company immediately upon hire. In this regard, the authors argue,
companies would find hiring older workers attractive, as new hires need time to be trained to do their jobs. Another
area in which employers and older workers can find a mutual win-win situation is when companies need to keep
stores and offices open later and reducing staff during hours when customer demand is less or when special projects
require seasonal staff. In either case, the ability to work less than full-time and to have some control over their
schedule would be of “great interest” to most seniors.
To make a business case for retaining older workers, who would otherwise retire, either in their existing roles or in
alternative posts, several scenarios are painted. They are: where lead times are long and unpredictable, where
company-specific knowledge is crucial, where culture needs to be solidified, where demographic balance is needed,
where younger workers need training, and where managers need mentoring.
Cappelli and Novelli also spent an entire chapter discussing the realities of ageism. “Despite a compelling business
case for retaining and hiring them (older workers) and despite generally supportive statements from employers about
their value, individual hiring managers and supervisors hold negative attitudes toward older workers that are refuted
by research. In other words, they are prejudiced.” But the authors claim that this age discrimination is not just
fuelled by negative attitudes on the part of the managers. It is also influenced by “the perception of conflicts
between older workers and their typically younger supervisors”.
Helping hand
Quoting a 2007 study, the authors note that almost 60% of human resource managers at large companies have
observed “significant office conflicts that flow from age-related differences between workers, much of it centered
around older subordinates and younger managers”. They surmise this as the challenge of having younger managers
supervise older employees. They say part of the explanation for the problems arise from a simple psychology of
attraction – “we like people who are similar to us”. In other words, “younger supervisors may not want to manage
older subordinates simply because they are different in an important way”.
But, a more important part of the explanation, the authors say, has to be related to our expectation and assumption
of how a workplace operates traditionally. In essence, we expect older people to be in positions of seniority. Calling
it age typing, the authors say, “we might assume there is something wrong with workers who are relatively older
than their peers in a job hierarchy, that they have been passed over for promotion and therefore are not as good as
their younger peers”. Conversely, they say, “we might also think there is something wrong, or at least lacking, with
managers who are younger than we expect”.  
Grave mistake?
Yet, to take the safe route and not hire older workers altogether would be a grave mistake, as the authors have
argued. So, companies, and this includes the younger supervisors, must adapt their management style in order to be
able to hire and retain older workers to tap on their value and expertise while at the same time ensuring that the
potential conflict between these older workers and their younger supervisors can be averted.
What can and should be done? For one, younger supervisors cannot try to lead or manage using the traditional
model of authority where essentially the boss knows best. Obviously, the older subordinates have more experience,
deeper functional expertise and a broader knowledge about the different ways that tasks can be performed and work
organised. So, these younger supervisors should get the older workers involved in their decision-making processes,
the authors suggest.
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Real-life illustrations can be drawn from the military, where newly-commissioned second lieutenants have to lead
experienced sergeants who might be twice their age. At least in the United States, young officers have been drilled
to accept that they do not know anything yet and “need to start building relationships with the enlisted men”. In
the US Marines, for instance, officers fresh off the academy are placed in formal “leadership partnerships” with older
and experienced sergeants. The authors note that “despite the fact that the lieutenant outranks the sergeant, they
are expected to work as a team and to learn from each other”.
Lessons from Singapore 
To be sure, this book is not entirely about this issue as faced by American companies, organisations, and workers.
After all, this is an issue that has a wider international audience. Since 2008, Cappelli has been sitting on the
Distinguished Visitor Board of Singapore’s Ministry of Manpower. The book includes an attempt to draw lessons from
this tiny island-nation, which is facing the familiar demographic challenge of a developed nation with an acute need
to get older employees remaining in the workforce. Here, the average life expectancy has increased from 61 years
old around 1960 to 80 years old at present.
The older subordinate issue in Singapore is a little more complicated due to the Asian penchant of respecting elders
so much so that “the idea that a young person might boss around an elder was anathema” in the Asian culture. As a
result, younger managers often resist even trying to manage their older subordinates. The grey hairs, on the other
hand, “were often embarrassed to ask when they needed help, and resisted taking direction when it was offered”.
To get around this, employers can take part in a government-led training programme with so-called tripartite
(government-employer-union) participation. Through the programme, both sides – younger supervisors and older
subordinates – learn to be aware of their own biases, personalities, and ways of interacting, as well as
communication skills and for the supervisors, coaching skills. Catherine Choo, one of those who lead such training,
was quoted as suggesting these lessons to the supervisors: (1) spend time to build relationships with the senior
staff, (2) create a work culture that encourages mutual respect, (3) lead by example rather than formal authority,
and (4) experiment to find the most effective ways to relate to and coach the older staff.
Conclusion
This book takes a timely look at a very real problem facing many corporations and even governments faced with an
ageing population and workforce. Ageism cannot be allowed to continue. As the authors stress, governments have
“a responsibility to continue enforcing laws against age discrimination in the workplace and can support a new vision
of work in retirement by providing incentives for employers to hire older workers and for individuals to continue
working”. At the same time, individuals themselves should update and learn new skills and ways of working to remain
employable. On the other hand, employers can implement “best practices and gain competitive advantages by
retaining and recruiting older workers”.
The authors end the book in a sanguine tone. They note that some 25 years ago, a key question asked by male
workers then was “Can I report to a woman?” Just one generation on, that question is now moot as many women
are running corporations, overseeing sports teams, military units and major non-profit organisations, as well as filling
up key government positions. Now, the question being asked is “Can I report to a younger person?” More
specifically, the authors rephrase the question as “At age sixty-five or seventy, am I going to be able to work for a
young person who is half my age and has less than half my experience?”
From Cappelli and Novelli’s point of view, this question will also soon be answered in the affirmative. After all, it is
already happening more and more, and it will become “even more commonplace as the demographics continue to
shift”. However, they add, something's got to give. This would involve a change in the management style of the
younger managers and a willingness to accept a new order of things among the older workers. They conclude, “It
can all be done, and the result can be a better, stronger, more productive workforce.”
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